

Up the Hill Backwards

I forget who rang, but I remember the call.

No one was certain which of my father’s ailments had jumped the queue, but there were plenty of contenders. Heart, kidneys, or those beleaguered, low-tar lungs? The smart money would be on something respiratory, but we were deep in extra time already. Any smart money fled long ago.

These calls come, sooner or later. Wherever you are in your ‘journey’, as they say. The collapse of a loved one, or someone you are supposed to love, will abduct you into another reality.

The question is how readily we sign up for the ride.

As my mother or my sister or my brother outlined the details of the Old Man’s latest hospital admission, I paced the upstairs of my home. This was where we took important calls because the signal was clear.

‘Let me figure out what to do,’ I said. Then I hung up the phone.

The knot in my stomach was already forming the opinion that I didn’t want to go back. Back to the house where my parents lived and I was mostly raised, now seventy miles from my own.

I had left them just the day before. Dad was eighty-six then. Mum, eighty-eight, fitter than my father, but fragile all the same. There was always something that needed doing and it was good just to be around. Even if all each visit did was make it easier to leave again, it was better than nothing. Besides, I liked being there. Up to a point. It still resembled childhood, somehow. Much older actors, but essentially the same play. And at that point still one I could walk out of.

They were in their forties when they had me, twelve years after my sister and nine since my brother. On holidays, the other kids sometimes thought my parents were my grandparents. This worried me, but I was worried already. Mentally preparing for their deaths and all deaths since I realized mortality was the price of being around. I was seven years old, in the same room where I am writing this now, reading a storybook about birds, when it hit me. One bird died and the other birds could neither revive it nor accept its passing. I ran downstairs in a panic and asked my mother if we would both die.

‘Yes,’ she told me. ‘But not for a very long time.’

Right on both counts.

It is the answered prayers that we have to watch out for, and their long lives were mine.

Dad spent four decades in the merchant navy and I watched his fettle turn for the worse in recent years as slowly and surely as one of his ships. The nature of his work meant I didn’t see much of him growing up. By the time he retired I had left home. Yet in each of these more frequent crises, by some eerie symmetry, I was with him. As if we had been sailing back towards each other all along. Or rather he lay in wait, floating. Just beneath the surface . . . like a mine.

This call was different. I could sense it, and I knew because I didn’t want to know. Despite decades of planning, fretting and elaborate internal bargaining, I felt no more qualified to take this on board at forty-seven than at seven.

I went downstairs to tell my wife.

‘Dad’s in hospital again. I don’t know what difference it makes if I’m there. I just got back. Maybe I can wait and see what happens . . .’

Having crossed the Atlantic countless times to nurse her mother through a quarter-century of cancer, she turned from her cooking and said simply –

‘Go.’

My brother was nearby and picked me up. Ninety minutes later we arrived.

We moved into this house in 1976, that fabled summer of parched verges and punk rock. I daresay the five tall, smooth-tiled steps up to the front door seemed, like cigarettes and unprotected sex, to be a good idea at the time.

They have been cracked by the subsequent seasons, acquired a grab rail and attain, in rain or winter, the kind of dreadful status in the minds of those who dwell atop them as K2 and the Eiger hold for mountaineers.

No one old or sober has yet fallen all the way down them, but as I hauled my bag indoors that day I was falling up them, in a sense. Out of one life and into another. A mile away, in hospital, Dad was on the margins, but it was my world that was really changing. Having pitched his tent at death’s door long before it opened, like an anxious early drinker, or a shopper waiting on the sale, he was braced for what was coming. I was in for a surprise.

*

In those nine months Dad managed a partial rebound which allowed him and his rolling buffet of comorbidities home, and, shortly after, I abandoned mine. My marriage, like my father, was less stable than it seemed and my wife and I are in the foothills of divorce. Irreversibly so.

In what turned out to be a synchronous skip fire of a season, my work evaporated at the same time as one grand self-employed gamble went gratuitously wrong, and it will take years to get back to that point again, if I ever do. So my somehow-recovering father was tended to by a quietly collapsing version of his son. Ready at your bedside, bedraggled with errors, out of money, as well as love, luck and lodging. As the year trudged on I found myself subtly and circumstantially absorbed into my parents’ house and rituals, the gaps between what they can, can’t and shouldn’t do.

Gradually, I become a carer. My siblings have kids and karma of their own. They work. I have no children, job, money or anyone else to worry about now. This is how I came to be back in the town and the bedroom I left in the late eighties, caring for people in their late eighties. Sure, I care. But I am also captive. And care sounds better than failure. All I really have is nowhere else to go.

‘Don’t care was made to care!’ my mother used to say to me, an admonishment fashioned from an old rhyme. And so it came to pass.

Don’t care didn’t care,

Don’t care was wild:

Don’t care stole plum and pear

Like any beggar’s child.

Don’t care was made to care,

Don’t care was hung:

Don’t care was put in a pot

And boiled till he was done.




PART ONE




Everybody Hurts

1 November 2017

People ask me what I want: friends, lawyers, bartenders. I have no idea. Some days a time machine, others a gun. Most mornings I don’t even ask myself. The first question in this house is always, ‘Did we make it through the night?’

Once a rustle, a cough or a groan confirms our group survival then the big issue dissolves into the everyday details and desires of any other household – can I make it to the bathroom before you?

Dad’s ablutions unfold at a subglacial rate which means I do not want to miss my slot before he gets in there and stays put for the duration of the average movie. That he gets to the bathroom at all is a wonderful thing. It wasn’t always so and is by no means certain. But I still don’t want to get stuck behind him. If nothing else, being back at home has proven a radical affirmation that you can be grateful and selfish at the same time.

Joint first on the everyday wish list is that my mother – eighty-nine now, and presently felled by shingles – doesn’t make it downstairs before me and start doing things for herself when she is this unwell. She has a determination which, through infirmity, borders on self-destruction, and will, like some crazed Olympian, attempt everything she can unless someone intervenes.

Despite the considerable edge in years and mobility, my winning this slow-paced race is not a given. I don’t want to get up and face things, and I won’t until I hear one of them stirring. Only then will I burst forth belatedly and either get into the bathroom first (which annoys Dad) or intercept Mum (which startles and confuses her). I had hoped the adolescent stasis of lying in bed and wrangling negative outcomes would have fallen away in middle age, but not yet. If anything, it’s back with a vengeance, like me, in the same bed where it began. A truly wise person once told me that people don’t change, they just become more of who they are. I see little in this house to refute that.

Once we are up and running (there is no running), I conduct a series of interviews with the key players and get a sense of what we might do today. The first conversation of the day is always about sleep. ‘How did you sleep?’ ‘Did you sleep OK?’ ‘How are you?’ Out of this comes a kind of competitive insomnia. ‘Oh, it was awful.’ ‘Up all night.’ ‘Not so good, son, couldn’t get off . . . then woke up again.’ And best of all, considering the central heating pounds until our whole abode thumps and wheezes like a punctured drum, ‘Did you hear that noise?’

That noise is always the boiler and at this time of year the heating is never off. Like some polar province, this house has seasons of its own. Winter here, if one were to measure it by the heating, is about 360 days long. It is an irony, hopefully not lost on future generations, that climate change was caused in part by people trying to keep their house’s temperature the same.

Ecology apart, I have sympathy for the boiler as it struggles to do as it is asked. It is a domestic unit doing industrial labour, and it sounds like it. I find fellow feeling as it clanks towards its doom in service of other declining systems. The plumbing here is so old that the pipes are subject to ‘kettling’, a persistent thump and clang which is particularly pronounced in the vicinity of the boiler. Happily, my room is right next to it.

Every couple of years men are invited to the house to solve the problem and, after charging several hundred pounds, explain there is nothing much that they can do. Sleeping in my room then is like trying catch a nap in a goblin mine, find forty winks on the footplate of the Flying Scotsman or curling up in hell’s belfry for a snooze.

So, yes, I will have heard ‘that noise’ and every other, and could map out each snore and toilet visit besides, since I too have been awake most of the night. Our sleepless situation will then resolve itself as the day unfolds into a patchwork of equally competitive and furiously defended napping.

When it does, occasionally, fall quiet at night, silence brings another issue. I have been woken so often now by the cries or operatic bronchial improvisations of one or both my parents that, like a new mother, I have evolved a hypersensitive reaction to the slightest noise. When things are tough here I’m not sure one ever properly sleeps at all. Lest this cultivate undue sympathy I should confess that being woken up by – and actually responding to – sounds of apparent distress, are two different things entirely.

You can play ‘Are they coughing or dying?’ all night long if you can live with the guilt, and apparently I can. Sometimes when I hear them call my name my first reaction is to wish it all away. Then I respond.

‘What’s an algorithm?’ asks Mum this morning, shaking the newspaper with the vigilant air that signals the intrusion of a new phrase.

‘It’s like a machine that guesses what you want.’

‘Can we get one?’

*

I make Dad his breakfast more out of expediency than necessity; he moves so slowly it is painful to watch him do this stuff alone. Not as painful as it is for him. His greatest ailments are unseen: COPD, diabetes, extensive arthritis, assorted rheumatic disorders, prostate cancer and ongoing complications from what we know now were a series of heart attacks that called me home nine months ago.

Since then he has made remarkable progress, not least by staying alive. After a few abortive bedside goodbyes and more than a month in hospital he carefully cast aside a pessimistic prognosis and a walking frame, embraced the complexities of catheterization and now enjoys, if that’s the word, a tremendous quantity of drugs and a small measure of independence.

That measure is everything. Though living at home, he is a kind of Frankenpensioner, animated and sustained by outside forces, an array of tech, pharma and family that keep this being, so much of the previous century, participant in the present day. In recent years this declared functionality has been enabled only by his annexing of my mother as a kind of vassal state. He depends on her. My return and then her illness have slid the baton to me. My being here keeps them here and certain conversations at arm’s length. If my fortunes were to change, they might be out of luck and perhaps the house. There seems no risk of that right now, but whatever it is we have here, it can’t last. For the moment their mortality and my mental health appear to have eloped together. Nothing makes sense but we press on.

*

It’s good that Dad’s not in hospital but we still go there a lot, and parts of it come out to us. District nurses, practice nurses and even actual doctors. I have been medicalized by proximity over the last nine months. The processes and their prose are as infectious as any condition. I now speak catheter and kidney function. I am fluent in phlegm and several subdialects of drizzling shit. If you wanted to organize a heist at the local hospital I am that character in the movie who could lead you through it in darkness and, if need be, pretend to be a doctor.

Movies are a thing for me and Dad. He wanted to be an actor once and before the heyday of commercial aviation his ships carried some of the greats to and from America. I became aware early on that actors and writers were to be revered. Although if they were poor tippers or ill-mannered then this was never forgotten. We used to go the pictures together. And yet part of cinema’s almost undue influence over me might have been that I grew up watching many films alone, here in the room where he now does the same. Meanwhile I think in movies, retreat into movies and even worked on some. My clearest moment of filial pride was when I called Dad to tell him I had met Clint Eastwood, only for thirty seconds, admittedly, but as those famous eyes narrowed on me my first thought was of the Old Man.

That was years ago, back in the mere matinee of old age. Here in the late show I help Dad sit down and get our breakfast on. I make Mum a cup of tea while he spoons up the blueberries and low-cholesterol yoghurt which are supposed to offset a lifetime of rationing, red meat and libation.

‘I’m going to need more tissues,’ he tells me.

‘What are you planning?’ I ask him, not really wanting an answer.

‘We’re running out.’

I check by his chair in the living room. There is indeed an empty box, but it is balanced on five full boxes so he can reach it without stretching.

‘You don’t need more tissues, you need a higher side table,’ I suggest.

‘No, no, no!’

He shakes his head and scowls as though his life depends on this insane arrangement, which for all I know, it does.

*

I go upstairs to Mum, pausing briefly to do a pull-up on the parallel banisters installed by the council’s occupational therapy squad months ago.

I think about getting fit, but I am as delusional in that regard as I was when I raced up and down this staircase as a child.

Mum’s room is much as it ever was. Neat, bookish and warm. As is she. I used to think she looked like the Queen on pound notes. Now they’re long gone but she and the Queen remain. The curtains are closed and her eyes barely open when I come in. I have no memories of Mum being ill like this. She snapped her ankle some years back, has bones brittle as breadsticks and suffered a mini-stroke but appeared spiritually undiminished by such setbacks. She seems to me a natural old person, taking even the hardest changes in her uneven, shrinking stride. Until now. No doubt I have tinted vision in this regard. She can complain with the best of them, though not to me so much. She and my sister have a singularly dysfunctional discourse in that respect. I get the complaints about the complaining; somehow this all works out.

At least, for me. My sister was the first to leave the nest and our hometown and the first to come back. She has spent the thirty years since then living down the road from our parents. Few big city lights for her. Instead a drip feed of them ageing, not getting along, getting along, helping, and needing help. She has worked the battlements here for decades, raised children and weathered her own divorce. A former primary school teacher, she has a kind of feral foresight for disaster, as though the whole world was a loose infant running into the road. She is a seasoned, if shell-shocked, soldier. I have deeper reserves, maybe, for this stage of our ride, having done largely as I pleased wherever I liked for the last three decades, even if I am surprised by how unhappy this left me.

Our brother is a more mercurial figure with a remarkable flair for raising havoc and money. Cars that cost more than houses driven into trees. That kind of thing. He is thus a worry in his own right but also tremendously effective, at large in the world and not yet reclaimed by the places that made us.

Meantime Mum has a way with words and an abstract and perceptive humour that can, on rare but memorable occasions, verge on cruelty. Seldom are her subjects in earshot or someone she knows. For anyone in the papers or on television it is open season. The appearance of Angelina Jolie, for instance, will raise a Pavlovian cry of –

‘Don’t adopt any more children!’

If on screen this will be accompanied by the standard –

‘Ugh!!’

– applied to anyone deemed to have lurched up uninvited from the depths of her disdain. In that respect, her foes are legion. Amiable regional weatherman –

‘Not him!’

Men with precise hair –

‘Pretty boy!’ And so on.

Once we knew each other’s saints and sinners. Lately her metrics are beyond me. The last time we disliked the same thing in equal measure might have been Ace of Base’s 1992 single ‘All That She Wants’. Me on grounds of taste, her on the notion of wilful single parenthood espoused in the lyrics.

Now her vivacity and disdain have been consumed by shingles. The condition has condensed into a few red welts on her right arm, but the pain and anxiety that emanate from it are beyond all proportion to these outer signs. Hard to behold, though she does her best to mask it. She can’t bring herself to read, which, for a book-a-week-and-two-newspapers-a-day person, is really saying something, even if she herself is largely silenced.

This contrast to her general wellness makes it more troubling, in part because it finds us both unprepared. She doesn’t even want her tea today, which is most irregular. Dad, meanwhile, is simply surprised to have lived this long. It was never his intention. He was, I think, determined to smoke, drink and sit his way into an early grave, only to discover his body had other plans.

Our father’s pessimistic slogans, ‘I won’t make old bones’ (which he was still saying in his early eighties) and, ‘You won’t have to worry about me much longer,’ echo like the broken campaign promises of some now entrenched regime. Harrowing as it can be when he takes a turn for the worse, it’s expected. We know the terrain. Mum’s pain is less familiar, and so plays harder on my mind.




Meals and Wheels

2 November 2017

Having made it from the kitchen to the lounge unaided this morning, Dad is growing in confidence. It’s been six weeks since he was last in hospital with pneumonia. Not content with reaching his armchair, he now feels like leaving the house. Driving, no less. Out for lunch, into the country. This should be cause for celebration. It’s been weeks since we went anywhere.

I check the diary, just in case something is happening today. This small but vital volume which sits upon the breakfast bar is our family’s holy book. Each year the numbers and addresses of those deemed important or simply still alive are hand-copied from one volume to the next. My parents were born in Lancashire but met in the mid Atlantic, working in the purser’s office of an ocean liner. Perhaps these diaries offer some aspect of book-keeping labour that they can still take pride in. Beloved the system may be, functional it is not.

The pain and stiffness in Dad’s hands has reduced his penmanship. A note from him looks like a confession wrought by torture. Mum’s more measured hand has taken a baroque twist in later life that makes it harder than it ever was to understand. My own handwriting is awful, a fusion of impatience and broken bones. Sometimes we leave notes for one another, signs of life more than anything anyone can understand. We don’t make sense, we make do.

While I scour the schedule, Dad has one of his outbreaks of practical morbidity.

‘You know where everything is?’ he asks.

This means the list of who to call and what to do when he passes. I have known this for so long now that I do tend to forget it. The clues are scattered: lists of hymns here, accountants’ numbers there. Whatever happens and whenever it does, the diaries will be key, the Rosetta Stone of the whole household, and the book of the dead.

‘Yes. I know what to do if you die,’ I answer as I close the diary. ‘Are you . . . definitely OK to drive?’

He doesn’t answer, but he is now sporting his driving cap which means we will soon be under way, safely or not.

‘Go,’ says Mum. Glad to be alone, perhaps. A visit from the cleaner means she won’t be, entirely, but I nevertheless glance up at her window as we leave.

Catching his breath in whatever is left of his lungs, Dad swings the motor around. I think again about learning to drive; I’ve been meaning to do it for thirty years. I had been meaning to do a lot of things. Pushing fifty and moving back in with my parents wasn’t among them.

*

On the road, Dad is transformed. I’m happy to see him doing something well and enjoying it. It can take him breathless minutes just to open a letter. As we leave town I alternate between memories of childhood drives and the realization that, if he were to fall ill at the wheel, I might have to drag him free of the pedals and snatch the keys. This much I have deduced from movies.

In the event of an actual vehicular emergency I am like someone who has learnt English just from listening to the radio suddenly having to play competitive Scrabble: fucked.

Dad parks directly outside the front door of the pub. His disabled badge allows him to do this, and despite any number of available disabled spaces nearby, this is now what he does wherever he goes. The blue badge bandit: he’s here, he’s hungry and he’s blocking your door.

The owner seats us by a roaring fire. Dad is pleased. His instinct for a warm place has become almost feline and since midsummer my parents have never quite been warm enough. This would probably still be the case if they moved to a smaller, more modern house at the heart of the sun.

He devours a plate of scallops, tells me he doesn’t feel so good, then, as if struck by a bullet, he collapses.

I grab him in a way that feels therapeutic but more closely resembles a full nelson. I am oddly calm, or at least calmer than one might expect when imagining these types of situations. Also I’ve been ‘here’ before in recent years: small-hours emergency calls, sudden collapses, and a thousand times in my mind. A kind of well-drilled pessimism kicks in. I wouldn’t call it courage. It feels more robotic, tense but almost numb somehow, while still another part of me enjoys the drama. After months of things feeling much the same, at least this is different. I signal to the owner to call an ambulance, ignore the stares of our fellow diners and ask plaintively in the Old Man’s ear if he’s all right, if he can hear me. Nothing.

I consider that if he has snuffed it, then this is not a bad way to go. Scallops, driving, pubs and fire. For what had threatened to be a long and perhaps undignified decline to have halted abruptly is no tragedy.

A paramedic arrives and we place my father across three chairs, like an extra in a stage illusion in which the seats will be removed and leave him suspended. Instead, an earthlier miracle: with his feet higher than his heart, Dad revives.

‘Old people by the fire,’ says the paramedic. ‘Blood pressure plummets, they faint.’

Dad pukes so loudly the whole restaurant comes to a standstill.

‘Not uncommon,’ assures the paramedic.

‘What shall I do with your lunch?’ asks the pub landlord.

‘I’ll eat mine,’ I tell him. Death is inevitable, yet it remains a sin to waste food.

The paramedic asks how we’ll be getting home.

‘I guess he shouldn’t be driving?’ I answer, through a mouthful of skate.

The paramedic shakes his head. Cab, then. Cabs from now on, maybe. If we ever go out again.

In the taxi I hold the orange plastic cracker box the landlord had given us for Dad to throw up into under his chin as he lolls beside me on the back seat. I’m not sure we’ve ever been in the back of a car together before. Ambulances, sure, but this is new for us. Perhaps we are bonding but I’m not sure how. We are both glad he hasn’t had to go to hospital, albeit I suspect for different reasons.

He simply hates it. And as with most hates, what lies beneath is fear. For a man who spent his life travelling he is obsessed with being at home and dying there. Like some suburban pharaoh he has filled the place with souvenirs and prepared his burial chamber. Me, I know how long admissions take and don’t have anything to read. I just don’t want the rigmarole.

Besides, the pub is so far from the house that he would have ended up in an unfamiliar hospital. Longer journeys, fewer visits, all of that. And he has not been home long since his last hospitalization. So I hold my arm around him like a drunken friend, feeling nothing but curiosity at how little I do feel. What I thought was life has gone up in smoke like the fire in the pub. Including, it seems, my ability to be surprised. Are we callous or just protecting ourselves? What is a callous anyway, but a thing grown over a wound?

The cab driver is kind. They tend to be. He helps me get him inside. Dad is struggling to say something so I say it for him.

‘Tip him?’

He nods. The Old Man is a big fan of the pay-off. I know it well. Money being what you can give if you can’t be around. I pass the driver a fiver. Dad sinks into his chair and closes his eyes. Safely back in the pyramid, Pharaoh sleeps but makes no sound.

*

Mum takes the news of Dad’s collapse calmly. There have been other ‘turns’, as she calls them, or ‘vacant episodes’, as they are known in the trade. It is a measure of human adaptability how quickly these things: attacks, collapses, ambulances and so on, become no big deal. Mum greets paramedics as calmly as she does the postman. We are getting better at this. Or perhaps today we are each too busy with our own pain. Either way, feeding time beckons.

In her illness Mum has come to like the things I used to as a kid. A mug of tomato soup. If she is feeling brave, a fish finger.

‘I had forgotten about those!’ she says when I suggest them.

I hadn’t. Never stopped eating them. I was nutritionally immature long before it was fashionable.

If I told her comfort food was mainstream cuisine now I’m not sure she’d believe me. I like cooking it for her, though. It’s fair trade. I have no idea what I am doing with my life except this. There is no bigger picture. Life is simply whatever goes down, I tell myself. Feeding the person who fed you when you were ill feels like a blessing. So far at least.

‘What’s this!?’ Mum wants to know, holding something, on a downstairs mission.

It’s a halogen light bulb, I explain.

‘I almost put it in my mouth and ate it.’

Why?

‘It was on the kitchen table.’

When so much of our world is vagary and mistakes, we are fortunate to have some good we can do. Still, I can’t conceive of what this would be like if you disliked your parents or the reverse were true, or mutual. Or they didn’t recognize you any more. Never mind the light bulbs.

Even our household’s mild baggage is enough to bear. I make Mum soup, check Dad is still sleeping (he is, the plastic box for vomit empty and discarded by his side) and cook myself some pasta like the adult I pretend to be.

Tonight things are uncommonly quiet. Despite what you might imagine, in the twilight years hush is hard to come by if anyone’s awake. Our once demure and deferential household has been remixed by old age into a free-fire zone of profanity, fluids, flatulence and incredibly loud TV.

For years the most you would have heard here was a yawn. Now everything spoken is yelled. In the last nine months I’ve witnessed symphonies of farts that have lasted longer than many of our conversations, and simple conversations conducted at operatic volume, then repeated until there can be no doubt that yes it is Monday, or Tuesday, that yes Mum has her hearing aids in, or whatever else has been misheard or mis-said.

‘Your parents fight,’ one of the neighbours said to me, sadly, back in the summer.

No, I explained, that’s just them talking. Or maybe just one of them on the phone.

The centre of this sonic confusion is the kitchen. Nutrition, medication, laundry – it all happens here. Adjoining it is a small bathroom, which adds to the fun. Although separated by double doors, my father is insistent on leaving these open (driven, according to my sister, by a fear of dying on the toilet like Elvis). This means that, to all intents and purposes, and certainly in terms of sound, the toilet is in the kitchen, too.

I have a lot of time for that small downstairs bathroom. As a teenager, it was there that I first confronted my reflection having lost my virginity. And it was there, not long afterwards, that I watched the nascent stubble on my face appear to ripple as I struggled with my first hit of LSD.

The tiny mirror that bore witness to these adolescent milestones is also a favourite of my father’s. He likes to take it with him when he goes to hospital, so he can inspect the latest indignities that time has inflicted on his scalp and face.

‘Why does he need it?’ Mum will hiss on finding it gone again. I have tried giving him a different mirror, but he pines for the original.

The mirror business, like so many other seemingly innocuous things that, in a younger household, might submit to logic, will run and run. I have found it useful, when considering if and how to intervene in the everyday contretemps that permeate my parents’ sixty-year marriage, to remember that one day, soon, there will be nothing to argue about and no one to argue with.

Meanwhile, the downstairs bathroom throws back vengeful echoes of my youthful escapades. On a good day, this means nothing more than Dad paying one of his catheter-emptying visits every hour or so. On less fortunate occasions, incontinence strikes and the scenes then are somewhere on the margins of agriculture, protest and performance art.

It is a very small space in which to operate, particularly when one must work around the victim of the latest indignity. Over time we have discovered that best practice is for the sufferer to remain where they are until the first stages of clean-up are done. When I snap on another pair of nitrile gloves (and if there is a single invention that makes all these things bearable, it is a box of nitrile gloves), I reflect that there is something to be said for a family that has entered a post-embarrassment culture. From divorce and depression to the details of digestion, all our intimacies are open now. In the room of furtive reflections, we finally have nothing to hide.




Sleeper Cell

3 November 2017

Things are back to what passes for normal; Dad moves slowly and Mum less.

‘Do you want a scrambled egg?’ I call up to her.

‘I’m not in the bathroom!’ she replies. Hearing aids evidently out of play this morning.

The car is recovered via a complex manoeuvre involving my brother and his brother-in-law, John, who is also a good friend of mine. By mid afternoon it is safely back in the garage, perhaps forever. Back in the house everyone is asleep again.

Sleep was always treasured here. When Dad came back from the ships I would be instructed to play quietly or elsewhere until he had got himself back on GMT. Much like now, the curtains would be drawn in the daytime, summer suns thwarted by orange drapes, giving the place a yellowish, digestive glow.

Years later, whenever I came home I would walk into the lounge and almost any discussion of the journey or the recent past would be met with –

‘Why don’t you go and have a lie-down?’

A suggestion to which I was and remain highly receptive. Even now when there aren’t things to do they are always urging me to sleep, like some hangover from infancy. This is how we roll as a family. With our eyes closed. It could all be much worse. I mean no slur on our conscious experiences here, but I have some great memories of when no one was awake.

‘Did it matter?’ Dad asked me once, years ago, about his not being around, working abroad. ‘Did I do the right thing?’

I never knew any different and said so. It didn’t bother me then. But then I wasn’t divorced or getting old. Now my own emotional limitations and inclinations have wrought such trouble that I am not so sure. I don’t feel ready to be certain, either. Some unfinished business simmers inside me and always did, perhaps. Life is different in the rear-view than through the windscreen. For now, it seems safer to lie down than to ask questions. Objects in the mirror may be closer than they appear.

Sleep, then, is our squad goal. When my parents are unconscious I get a clear sense of relief, of a job well done. When we sleep, no one is hungry, hot, cold, uncomfortable, confused or annoyed. ‘Nature’s soft nurse,’ as Shakespeare called it, is kinder than I could ever be, yet we have become reliant on doctors for our supply.

I forget when I realized my dad had a repeat prescription for powerful tranquillizers. It feels like fifteen years or so, back in the benign lowlands of his early seventies – turf I no longer consider to be old age.

I was emerging then, belatedly, from an indulgent narcotic phase which had lasted since my late teens. I would frequently purloin his pills in subtle quantities to ‘take the edge off’ this or that. Sometimes this or that was everything. I have been described convivially and diagnosed officially as depressed, but sadness often seemed to me to be a reasoned response to an unreasonable condition: being alive. Not always, though. ‘What do YOU have to be upset about?’ I would ask myself, if someone else wasn’t already asking. Now at least my moods have material grounds. Despite largely cleaning up from prescribed and recreational drugs, I still deploy bits of my father’s cache at the end of whatever I deem to be a difficult day. And I will take the sandman over my solicitor or further self-reflection any time.

At least, I imagine the quantities of pills purloined are subtle. For all I know this might be another of our silent bonds. Perhaps he knows but says nothing. In a way I hope so. I can go without, but the Old Man goes into an anticipatory tailspin (like most of us, he is more panicked by the foreseen than the experienced) whenever supplies are low.

I say this, but I am in fact the same. I don’t take them every night and when I do I deal in fragments, but at the idea of having none to hand, I break into a sweat. Between the heating and the heartaches and the desire to hear nothing at all, I am increasingly reliant on them. My own doctor gave me some that are absolutely stupefying, which I don’t relish or risk any more.

The economy of bedtime has been complicated by Mum
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‘Blissfully well written . . . This is a wonderful book: funny, moving, real and brutally honest. Every child of ageing parents should snap up a copy. Every ageing parent should probably read it, too. Far better to look at the slippery slope from the top than when you’re already halfway down . . .’

Daily Mail

‘It’s the wisest, funniest, bravest and most essential life story I’ve read. I bloody love this book.’

Frank Cottrell-Boyce

‘Brave, unflinching and funny . . . This is a troubling but important read; an honest, warts and all glimpse into the reality of unpaid caring. It left me full of respect for those who care and seething that the system isn’t giving them the support and encouragement they so obviously need.’

Jan Carson, The Irish Times

‘An astonishing and crucial memoir exploring the outer limits of familial love. The Reluctant Carer recounts a personal nightmare any of us could face with humour, heart and total honesty, asking vital questions of elderly care, where we’re at now, and where, one day, we will all be. How it’s as funny as it is moving is beyond me. I loved this book.’

David Whitehouse, author of About A Son

‘While he injects humour into the most serious of situations, his story never loses its poignancy. In fact, these comical asides provide insight into the real and messy family dynamics at play. The Reluctant Carer is a brave and honest memoir that could provide solidarity to those in similar circumstances, or serve as preparation for what may be to come. Through the grief, terror and inelegance of later life, it is the family bond that’s most impressive in this remarkable work.’

The Sunday Business Post

‘Simultaneously delightfully funny and profoundly sad, the RC’s book is a tonic that should be prescribed on the NHS for carers everywhere.’

TLS

‘Incredible. One of those rare books that should be dispensed on prescription to every household – captures the full glossary of emotion that goes with this role.’

Lucy Easthope, author of When the Dust Settles

‘I absolutely loved this book. Moving and real, as well as splutter-your-tea funny, it’s a clear-eyed, intimate description of what old age is really like, and what it’s like trying to care for the old. It knocked me sideways.’

Miranda Sawyer

‘As funny as it is moving and poetic, The Reluctant Carer marries the forensic honesty of Karl Ove Knausgaard with the dry wit of Alan Bennett, and is every bit as good as that sounds.’

Will Storr, author of The Science of Storytelling

‘Compellingly written, addictive to read, The Reluctant Carer turns the demands of compassion into dark farce. Hilarious, bitter, poignant and profound, this is the human condition laid brilliantly bare, like an existential soap opera – only with more laughs. The author relays the trauma of ageing parents – and the decisions so many of us have to face – with honesty, empathy, and absolute integrity. This is the funniest, most touching book I’ve read in years; it will, quite frankly, break your heart.’

Philip Hoare, author of Leviathan




About the Author

The Reluctant Carer is a writer and teacher and lives in South East England.
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